Seasonal variation in affective and other clinical symptoms among high-risk families for bipolar disorders in an Arctic population.
Background In bipolar disorder (BD), seasonality of symptoms is common and disturbances in circadian rhythms have been reported. Objectives We identified high-penetrance families in a geographically restricted area in Northern Fennoscandia and studied the seasonal variation of clinical symptoms among BD subjects and their healthy relatives. Design We explored the clinical characteristics of subjects living in Northern Fennoscandia, with extreme annual variation in daylight. Among known indigenous high-risk families for BD, we compared the affected ones (N=16) with their healthy relatives (N=15), and also included 18 healthy non-related controls from the same geographical area. Seasonal fluctuation in clinical measures was followed up at the 4 most demarcated photoperiodic time points of the annual cycle: around the summer solstice and autumn equinox in 2013, the winter solstice in 2013/2014, and the spring equinox in 2014. In the baseline, lifetime manic symptoms [Mood Disorder Questionnaire (MDQ)] and morningness-eveningness questionnaire type (MEQ) were registered, whereas in the follow-up, depressive [Beck Depression Inventory (BDI)] and distress [General Health Questionnaire (GHQ-12)] symptoms and alcohol consumption and sleep were recorded. Results Possibly indicative or statistically significant differences in symptoms between the affected subjects and their healthy relatives were the BDI winter (13.3 vs. 2.6, t=-2.51, p=0.022) and spring scores (12.6 vs. 3.2, t=-1.97, p=0.063) and GHQ winter (4.2 vs. 0.82, t=-2.08, p=0.052) and spring scores (3.8 vs. 0.82, t=-1.97, p=0.063). Scores were higher among the affected subjects, exceeding a possibly diagnostic threshold (10 and 3) at all the time points, and without the notable seasonality which was observed among the healthy relatives. In the overall population, MDQ and MEQ scores had an inverse correlation (-0.384, significant at 0.016), indicating increased lifetime manic behaviour among "the night owl" chronotype subjects. Conclusions In an Arctic population sample, we found different seasonal fluctuation in mood and distress symptoms and sleep duration scores between subjects with bipolar spectrum disorders and their healthy relatives. Despite the relatively small sample size, the results indicate that the symptoms and signs of BD relate to a disturbance in seasonal variation. Seasonal variation can be considered as an interesting endophenotype for BD and a promising target for further genetic studies.